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Abstract 

Contemporary geography education is mostly based on rational linear thinking skills, such as 
observation, explanation, interpretation, calculation and analysis. Even field trips - according to many 
the ‘heart’ of geography - are often organized in a logical, rational manner, in which learners step-by- 
step improve their understanding of the functioning of the world. Yet there are other, different ways to 
gain geographic knowledge and understanding that are as old as human existence. Contemplative 
thinking exercises offer an alternative approach that changes the habitual rational way of studying 
geographical topics to a state of deeper awareness, concentration and insight. By activating a set of 
neural structures involved in attention and relaxation, contemplative thinking exercises promote 
creativity and ‘deep’ knowledge instead of ‘surface’ knowledge. This paper explores the value of 
contemplative thinking exercises for geography education, both during geographic field trips and in the 
classroom. 
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Imagination is more important than knowledge. For knowledge is limited to all we now 
know and understand, while imagination embraces the entire world, and all there ever 
will be to know and understand - Albert Einstein 

Whatever exists in the universe, whether in essence, in act, or in imagination, the 
painter has first in his mind, and then in his hands - Leonardo da Vinci 

Introduction 

At the age of 16, Albert Einstein carried out a famous thought experiment that would 
have a memorable role in the development of his special relativity theory: he imagined 
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chasing after an arrow of light (Norton, 2012). Leonardo da Vinci’s quest for truth is 
claimed to be based on the same principle as the thought experiments of Einstein. Just 
l ik e Einstein, da Vinci got a great part of his inspiration and knowledge from deep 
thinking exercises: curious like a child, and layer upon layer, he intensely contemplated 
on all kinds of topics, in his lifelong search for the essence of things (see Gelb, 2004). 

Einstein’s and da Vinci’s muses have become very famous and worldwide praised. 
Still, only few contemporary scientists would admit that they gained their knowledge 
from imagination or contemplation. Instead, most scientists claim to use rational, linear 
thinking skills, based on a combination of observation, explanation, interpretation, 
calculation, analysis and evaluation. As a consequence, our teaching system is mostly 
based on the same rational principles: linear and analytical. On the other hand, creative 
associative techniques, such as Buzan’s mind mapping and Osborn’s brainstorming, 
enjoy worldwide popularity in classrooms. Both techniques share a lot in common with 
the techniques performed by Einstein and da Vinci: their spontaneous, free, limitless 
and unjudged nature is said to promote creativity and to support ‘deep’ knowledge 
instead of‘surface’ knowledge (Davies, 2010; Gelb, 2004; Buzan, 1996). 

Though mind mapping, brainstorming and other creative associative methods, are 
generally accepted as useful educational techniques, the use of contemplative thinking 
exercises in education has only recently gained interest, though this is rapidly on the 
rise. Outside the field of education, contemplative exercise have already enjoyed a high 
popularity for a longer time, probably in reaction to our era with great emphasis on 
speed, productivity and efficiency. Patients use it as a complement to their medical 
treatment, employers use it to prevent burnout amongst employees, CEOs use it for 
leadership building, artists use it to enhance inspiration and creativity, and parents use it 
to let their hyperactive children relax and focus. Dozens of scientific publications on the 
effect, techniques and functioning of contemplative practices, most of all meditation, 
have been published. Though still many questions remain, it is by now generally 
accepted that these practices have the ability to start a set of integrated physiologic and 
psychological changes that activate neural structures involved in attention and 
relaxation (e.g. Lazar, 2000). 

In education, the usage of contemplative exercises is most often restricted to 
improving well-being and social competence of the learners, for instance by using 
meditation as a relaxation method. Only rarely are these exercises aimed at enhancing 
academic achievement. As a consequence, scientific research done on the effect of 
contemplative exercises in the classroom rather focusses on stress reduction and the 
improvement of social skills, while their effect on cognitive skills is only mentioned in 
the sidelines, if at all. Although many popular articles claim that contemplation 
improves academic achievement (e.g. Wickelgren, 2012), Waters (2014) only found 
three peer-reviewed studies on the impact on academic achievement of contemplative, 
meditative programs in secondary education. These three studies reported strong 
improvements of academic achievements after meditative exercises: two of them found 
significant improvements compared to randomly assigned control groups, while the 
third study based its findings on self-reported improvements by the candidates. Waters 
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furthermore mentions twelve other peer-reviewed studies that measured the effect of 
contemplative practices on well-being and social competence of learners; the majority 
revealed significant, though small, beneficial effects. 

The lack of attention of the effect on contemplative thinking practices on cognitive 
skills is surprising. After all, its underlying principle is the same as that of Buzan’s 
worldwide performed mind mapping technique, or Osborn’s famous brainstorming 
method: it prepares the mind to process information in new ways and approaches the 
teaching material from a comprehensive, all-encompassing point of view. And not to 
mention: it worked for Einstein and da Vinci, so why wouldn’t it work for other learners 
as well? 

In this paper, I explore the possibilities of contemplative thinking exercises for 
experiential geography education. By experiential geography education, I mean - 
following Kolb (1984) - geography teaching whereby “knowledge is created through 
the transformation of experience”, either during geographic field trips, or during 
imaginative mental journeys in the classroom. Of course, the use of contemplative 
thinking exercises could make sense for the teaching of any topic and any subject area. 
Yet geography education seems to be a very eligible candidate, due to its sensory 
characteristics. In fact, practically every topic dealt with in geography class can be 
discovered by musing on its sound, appearance, smell, feeling or taste. 

It is important to emphasize that this paper does not contain any empirical data about 
the usage of contemplative exercises in geography class. In way, this paper is a 
contemplative exercise itself: it contemplates on what would happen if teachers would 
use contemplative thinking exercises in geography class. Future research is planned to 
gather empirical evidence from case studies about the effectiveness of this method. 

In the following sections, I start with a description of contemplation and the thinking 
processes involved. I then continue with an exploration of the possibilities of 
contemplation in education. The subsequent section focuses on the significance of 
contemplation in experiential geography education, followed by a section with some 
practical considerations for geography teachers. An example of a contemplative 
thinking exercise for experiential geography education can be found in the appendix. 

Contemplation 

Contemplative practices are as old as humanity. They have their roots in ancient 
religious and spiritual practices, but are in no way reserved for religious aims solely. 
Instead, the current growing interest in contemplative practices in western society is 
often rather secular and thus not connected to any belief system or religious affiliation. 
Often the current rise of contemplative practices in western society is considered a 
reaction to the fast moving world in which we live. A world with a great emphasis on 
efficiency, speed, productivity and the rational, cognitive mind. A world in which every 
ounce of productivity is squeezed out, every week, day, hour, minute or even second. 
Contemplative practices start from exactly the opposite approach: slow, without any 
goal to reach, and without any judgment about being false or true, good or bad. 
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Though the word ‘contemplation’ or its synonym ‘meditation’, may for some evoke 
mystic or even trippy associations, it is in fact done by everyone now and then. 
Webster’s, for instance, defines ‘contemplation’ as ‘the act of thinking deeply about 
something’ or ‘the act of looking carefully at something’. In a similar way, meditation is 
defined as ‘to focus one's thoughts on’ or ‘to reflect on or ponder over’. Daydreaming or 
reverie could thus to some degree be considered contemplations as well. Indeed, just 
l ik e during contemplating, daydreaming and reverie cause a change in brain activity 
from secondary (logical, analytical) process thought to primary (creative and analogical) 
process thought (Martindale, 1975, p. 91). Still, Cardoso’s (2004), operational 
parameters of meditation make a clear distinction from daydreaming: meditation uses a 
specific, clearly defined technique, consisting of muscle relaxation, ‘logic relaxation’, 
and a concentration focus (‘positive anchor’) or a turning off focus (‘negative anchor’). 
Often people learn to meditate by instruction, but theoretically it can perfectly be done 
without the presence of an instructor. 

The basic assumption of these musings consists of the idea that all people see the 
outside world through a filter of internal, often unconscious thoughts. Our worldview is 
therefore never transparent and unmediated, but rather colored by previous experiences. 
Contemplative exercises strive after a non-judging, patient, clear, trusting, non-striving, 
acceptant and non-holding mind. By focusing the attention to a ‘positive anchor’ 
(object, concept, thoughts, sensory experiences) with a ‘beginners mind’, a more pure 
view of the situation as it is will unfold (Kabat-Zinn, 1990, pp. 21-30). The naive, 
curious and fresh nature of the ‘beginners mind’ thereby serves a turning-off focus 
(“negative anchor”; Cardoso, 2004), in order to avoid ‘undesirable’ thinking, such as 
analysis, explanation or judging. 

The ‘beginners mind’ is a very essential concept of contemplation, as our existing 
knowledge often blocks the road to new insights and understanding. A good example of 
the value of the ‘beginners mind’ is offered by Mednick (1962, p. 224), who describes 
how, during an introductory psychology course, a first year-student correctly pointed 
out an essential error in a “well known interpretation of a well known experiment”. 
While the teacher’s mind was limited by previous experiences and unconscious 
thoughts, the student’s naive view brought him to a very creative and valuable insight. 

The underlying principle of contemplation (but also of creative associative 
techniques in its original free-form structure as proposed by Buzan and Osborn) can 
best be compared with the ‘aha-moments’ everyone now and then has. Typically, those 
‘aha-moments’ do occur unexpectedly, while waiting for the bus, or in the middle of the 
night, or when vacuum cleaning the house. It thus seems as if ‘aha-moments’ cannot be 
evoked, but occur spontaneously. However, as Hender (2001) argues, theoretically 
everyone has the ability to be creative - the ‘aha-moments’ - but there are many blocks 
that may limit these creative ideas. Following this argument, ‘aha-moments’ typically 
occur when the mind is influenced by stimuli unrelated to the problem involved. The 
explanation for this is that “unrelated stimuli provide a greater degree of perspective 
shift with respect to the problem. The greater the perspective shift, the more likely that 
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‘remote’ elements will be formed into new combinations, and hence produce more 
creative ideas” (Hender, 2001, p. 2). 

In a similar way, both Martindale (1975) and Fink (2009) argue that creative persons 
are more able to associate ‘broad’ or ‘flat’. Their ability to think flexible, and to shift 
from abstract and analytical thinking to primary thinking (reverie, dreamlike mentation, 
meditating), causes the generation of new, original ideas. Medneck (1962) even claims 
that “among chosen combinations, the most fertile will often be those formed of 
elements drawn from domains which are far apart” (p.221). 

Primary thinking in education 

Contemplative thinking exercises form a good addition to other learning techniques, 
both creative associative and linear analytical (see figure 1). The work of psychologist 
Martindale (1999), for instance, showed that primary, flat associational thinking (and 
thus creative) patterns particularly take place when a person is in a state of low cortical 
arousal and high alpha activity. These statuses can be provoked spontaneously through 
relaxation and day dreaming, but may also be evoked intentionally, by creative 
associative techniques or contemplation. 

Decades of brain research has, however, not given a conclusive scientific 
understanding of how this ‘broad’ or ‘flat’ thinking works in the brain. Bruer (1997) 
therefore even explicitly warns against applying neurosciences in the classroom, though 
he admits that cognitive sciences - the interdisciplinary study of the mind and its 
processes - has a lot to offer for teachers: “Practical, well-founded examples of putting 
cognitive science into practice already exist in numerous schools and classrooms. 
Teachers would be better off looking at these examples than at speculative applications 
of neuroscience”. One good example of this is the combination of primary (flat, 
associative) and secondary (rational, linear) thinking. This combination often leads to 
‘aha-moments’, and thus profound understanding: “deep understanding is a unity of 
thought, emotion and sensual knowledge” (Hope 2009, p. 179). 

Nevertheless, the educational usage of contemplative thinking exercises is still in its 
infancy. Other techniques (mind mapping, brainstorming) that appeal to the same brain 
activity of low cortical arousal and high alpha thinking enjoy wide popularity in 
schools. With good reason: mind mapping and brainstorming 2 are welcome supplements 
to the frequently used linear (text-based) approach that leaves little room for alternative 
understandings of relationships between concepts. Yet remarkable as it may sound, the 


2 0riginally, the idea behind these creative associative techniques was not to steer students in a certain direction, but rather to 
open the mind for all kinds of relations, without judgment. Unfortunately, the ‘free-form' structure of mind mapping and 
brainstorming is nowadays often seen as limitation of these techniques. Critics argue that mind maps are often hard to read for 
others, miss a clear link between ideas, and therefore fail to build the ‘big picture' (Eppler, 2006). To overcome these 
‘shortcomings', other techniques, such as concept mapping have been developed (Davies, 2010), that lay more emphasis on the 
‘proper' way ideas relate to each other. However, the names ‘mind mapping’ and ‘concept mapping' are often used 
indiscriminately. 
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disadvantage of these techniques is that they immediately aim at discovering relations. 
Following Evans (1992), one should first achieve a broad understanding of a problem or 
topic, before starting to explore linkages and relations. By at first only exposing 
yourself to a topic or object with an inquisitive, naive and unjudged mind, the own 
psychological perceptions can be overcome. Creative associative techniques should 
therefore come after contemplative thinking, in a learning phase in which people want 
to explore linkages and relations, followed by a phase in which the ratio takes over to 
analyze and interpret these linkages (see figure 1). 

Contemplative thinking in education is thus about observing. Learners observe all the 
thoughts and sensory experiences that come up in its purest form: without rejection, 
without judgment, without analysis or explanation, without being false or true, good or 
bad. Instead of aiming at the reproduction of the 'truth', contemplative thinking 
exercises only open the road for new perspective shifts that otherwise wouldn't have 
been discovered. 

Also, contemplative thinking exercises are a good manner to solve the entrapment of 
‘unknown, unloved’. Every teacher knows the situation in which learners automatically 
lock their mind, when dealing with certain topics or skills. Or, alternatively, the 
situation in which a learner is only motivated by the fear of getting bad grades (‘last 
year, I did not understand anything of plate tectonics’), and therefore studies extremely 
hard. In both cases, chances are likely that these learners will only obtain ‘surface’ 
understanding out of fear of the unknown. Indeed, research has shown that ‘surface’ 
learning often happens when learners are anxious about failures and faults (Hope, 2009, 
p. 170). The only way to get out of this entrapment of ‘unknown, unloved’ is getting 
newly acquainted with the topic, by deep exploration and inquiry without prejudices, 
former experiences or judgment. Small contemplative thinking exercises in which all 
senses are activated can help learners to fully embrace a topic, to be fully into a 
landscape or object by all senses. Simply accepting a landscape or object ‘as it is’ and 
without the fear of making ‘false’ interpretations or ‘wrong’ relations, forms a good 
departure point to build upon. This occasional ‘first’ acquaintance (the ‘beginners 
mind’) will diminish stress, as prejudices and former experiences are left out of the 
picture. Learners will therefore calm down, a prerequisite for deep learning (see Hope, 
2009, p. 170). Also, a positive attitude towards a problem can increase one’s success to 
solve it (Evans, 1992). 

Critics could argue that contemplative thinking exercises lack two essential criteria 
of good education: visible learning (Hay, 2008) and cooperative learning (Slavin, 1991). 
Silently musing on a topic, object or landscape does after all not give the teacher any 
insight into the learner’s mind, and will always be done individually and never in 
cooperation with other learners. This ‘disadvantage’ however, is at the same time its 
strength: criticism is often the fatal blow for creativity. As long as no one checks the 
‘correctness’ of the thoughts, the learner will feel completely free to take up whatever 
alternative thinking path conceivable. Without any limits to creativity. 


226 





Review of International Geographical Education Online ©RIGEO Volume 4, Number 3, Winter 2014 



Figure 1. 

Different kinds of thinking: contemplative, associational and rational linear thinking 


'Slow geography' education 

Geography education is most of all a “spectacular discovery of the world around us” 
(Van der Schee, 2009, p. 7), in which all our five senses are stimulated. Practically 
every topic dealt with in geography education can be experienced , varying from plate 
tectonics (sniffing at a piece of lava), to societal segregation (observing life 
circumstance in a ghetto) or climate (feeling the wind blowing from a high pressure area 
to a low pressure area). As a consequence, field trips are generally considered 
intrinsically part of good geography education: by means of field trips, learners can 
experience the outside world and actively engage by looking, smelling, hearing, tasting 
or feeling. Field trips are therefore supposed to allow learners to explore, understand, 
analyze, develop, review, prove or refute, value or criticize the theoretical and practical 
concepts taught in class (Fuller, 2006, p. 19). These trips thereby fit very well into 
Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning theory that translates experience through reflection 
into concepts. Still, even when a field trip is out of reach, reading a text, looking at a 
picture, listening to a story, or simulating a situation can theoretically serve as substitute 
‘experience’ as well (Healey, 2000). 

Though I firmly underline the importance of field trips for geography education, 
whether real or substitute, I am not convinced that experience automatically unveils the 
‘real’ world. After all, much of our geography knowledge is in the mind (Massey, 2006, 
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p. 51), and thus blurs our view on reality. I therefore call for the introduction of phases 
of ‘slow geography’ teaching: small breaks during which learners silently contemplate 
with all their senses on a landscape, object or theme, and try to loosen themselves from 
all the mental luggage they carry with them. Field trips seem to suit perfectly well for 
this purpose, as learners can expose themselves sensory to the new landscape they find 
themselves in (see appendix). Yet musing on the sensory sensations of an object in the 
classroom (stone, piece of lava) will have the same effect. Even imaginary sensory 
experiences will do, for instance when imagining oneself as a drop of water moving 
through the environment (when trying to understand the water cycle and water 
resources). By occasionally slowing down and contemplating on the sensory 
experiences of a landscape or object from a wholesome, spontaneous, curious, 
unjudged, perhaps even na'ive point of view, learners open their minds to a wide range 
of broad associations (see Martindale, 1975 and Fink, 2009). 

The significance of experience for geography education was already underlined by 
Sauer (1956, p. 295-296), who stated that geography is “first of all knowledge gained by 
observation, that one orders by reflection and retrospection the things one has been 
looking at, and that from what one has experienced by intimate sight comes comparison 
and synthesis”. Though Sauer did not explicitly mention here the usage of other senses 
(taste, smell, hear and touch), his message is clear: geography is most and all a “reading 
of the face of the earth” (p. 290). Still, just like I argued above, Sauer certainly would 
not have agreed with the way most field trips are organized in contemporary geography 
education. As most field trips have nowadays ready-made educational goals, there is 
little room left for real experience. The fact that learners should afterwards control 
prescribed skills, know certain facts and understand certain principles, means that we let 
them ‘discover’ what is already known. 

Instead of reproducing pre-described knowledge in a restricted period of time, Sauer 
(1956) strongly advocated the need for “slow [my italics] accumulation of knowledge, 
experience and judgment”. He argued that only a quiet and alert mind is able to observe 
each detail and composition, which is a prerequisite for the real gathering of wisdom. 
Sauer’s comparison with the way of looking of ‘primitive’ tribes is very telling: for 
them, an observing mind means the avoidance of danger or getting lost, for our learners 
it means understanding the real nature of things, without the load of prejudices and 
former knowledge we all carry with us. 

The idea that experience - either during geographic field trips or in the class room - 
rather reproduces knowledge instead of creating new insights, is also brought forward 
by Nairn (2005). Nairn convincingly argues that learner’s ‘direct’ experiences during 
field trips hardly contest their existing mental ideas. Instead, these ‘direct’ experiences 
often rather reproduce the learner’s stereotypes or the ideological system they belong to. 
Even self-reflection does - according to Nairn - not automatically result in a different 
attitude. Hope (2009) adds to this that people differ in their ability to be ‘open’, and thus 
to experience the world from different points of view: some people are more willing to 
get rid of prejudices and former experiences, while others have more difficulty to see 
the world from a different perspective. 
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Nairn’s (2005) assumption that the ‘real’ world is never transparent and unmediated 
can be explained by means of the Object Relational Theory. This theory particularly 
emphasizes the mental representations we all have in our minds. These mental 
representations are often that powerful, that being in the ‘real’ world (e.g. during 
geographical fieldwork) most often rather confirms our existing views, instead of 
throwing a new light on it (see Melano Flanagan, 2011 for a more extensive explanation 
of the Object Relational Theory). This theory thereby at least partially goes counter to 
Kolb’s experiential learning cycle, as this cycle presumes that phases of active 
experimentation and concrete experience, almost automatically leads - after a phase of 
reflective observation - to abstract conceptualization (Healey, 2000). Finding ‘new’ 
insights during geographical field trips is therefore rather unlikely, as these phases of 
active experimentation and concrete experiences are most often accompanied by 
previous experiences, knowledge and unconscious thoughts. The only way to get out of 
this entrapment is by adopting a ‘beginners mind’ that quiets “the habitual chatter of the 
mind to cultivate a capacity for deepened awareness, concentration, and insight” (Hart, 
2004, p. 29). After all, “it is not individuals who have experiences, but subjects who are 
constituted through experiences” (Scott, quoted in Nairn, 2007, p. 295). 

Contemplative exercises in geography class 

Dealing with the world we live in, geography education appeals to all our five senses. 
Yet the problem is that we let our learners often only use these senses partially: we let 
them see without really seeing, we let them hear without really hearing, we let them 
smell without really smelling, we let them taste without really tasting, or we let them 
touch without really touching. As long as prejudices, former experiences and habitual 
thought routines blur our learner’s vision, we cannot expect them to get a deep 
understanding of our world, let alone that they will gain new geographical insight. 

Contemplative thinking exercises use these sensory experiences in a manner that is 
not accompanied by interpretation or classification. Instead, learners are invited to 
experience a landscape, object, or theme with a non-judging, patient, clear, trusting, 
non-striving, acceptant and non-holding mind. Contemplative thinking exercises 
thereby interrupt fast habitual thought routines, deepen awareness (Hart, 2004, p. 29) 
and let learners ‘slow down’ for a while. 

Integrating contemplative thinking exercises in experiential geography education is 
not complicated. It does neither require turning existing lesson series upside down, nor 
does it involve a teacher skill that is hard to learn. The only requisites are patience, 
some time, and a ready-made text for the teacher to read aloud (see appendix). By 
occasionally slowing down learners will get used to the contemplation technique. 
Experiences in secondary schools have showed that learners generally receive these 
exercises positively, and that their enthusiasm increases rapidly after a few sessions 
(Luvaas-Briggs, 1984; Erricker, 2001). 

Contemplative thinking exercises should never be done in isolation: following 
Martindale (1975), the generation of new ideas most often happens during shifts from 
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secondary (abstract and analytical) thinking to primary (associative) thinking (see also 
figure 1). The variation of alternating sessions of primary thinking through 
contemplation and secondary thinking through analysis will make a welcome change. 
Contemplative thinking exercises can therefore be done in every stage of a lesson series: 
right at the beginning, to get acquainted with a new topic, but also in the middle or at 
the end of a series to re-approach an already familiar topic with the naive, unknown 
attitude of a beginner. 

Contemplative thinking exercises are suitable for all learners, not only for those 
having trouble understanding a geographical topic, but also for those learners who are 
theoretically capable of developing new insights and new geographical theories. Of 
course, not all learners are that highly-gifted, but as long as we only let learners 
‘discover’ what is already known - as is now often the case during experiential 
geography education - we do not use the full cognitive potential of our learners. 

To take advantage of their full cognitive potential, we should occasionally let the 
learners think free: without judgment about being true or false, bad or good. Real 
progress is only accomplished by free thinking: without free thinking, we would still 
teach our learners - and let them ‘discover’ - that the world is flat. Indeed, Walter 
Christaller - the designer of the ‘central place theory - did not achieve his knowledge 
by repeating and combining what is already known. Instead, his famous ‘central place 
theory’ was gained by free, slow thinking: 

“Public opinion says that creative scientific ideas are born on a desk. That does not 
have to be right. Mine were born walking, in nature ” 3 (Christaller, 1968). 

Down to earth 

I started this paper by referring to Einstein’s and da Vinci’s muses. By deep thinking 
exercises, both Einstein and da Vinci gained a great part of their knowledge and insight. 
Why not trying the same technique for our learners in geography class? The problem is: 
there is not much known yet about the cognitive and affective effects of contemplative 
thinking exercises on learning processes. Admittedly, there is a multitude on research 
on the effects of contemplation on wellbeing and stress management. Yet little research 
has been done on the effects on learning, let alone on the usability of these techniques in 
geography education. 

In this paper, I have argued that it sounds reasonable that these exercises will be 
effective in education, more specifically in geography education. After all, 
contemplation causes a change in brain activity from secondary (logical) to primary 
(creative) processes, which is a requirement for ‘aha-moments’. I therefore call for 
future research that should first focus on gathering qualitative empirical data by means 
of case studies: how do learners in geography class experience these exercises? How 
does it affect their motivation to go deeply into a subject of geography? How does it 


3 Es herrscht allgemein die Meinung vor, die schopferische wissenschaftliche Arbeit werde am Schreibtisch geboren. Das mu|3 
nicht sein. Die meinige ist im Wandern, in der Natur geboren worden.” 
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affect the cognitive understanding of the geographical topic dealt with? Which phases of 
geography education are particularly suitable for these kind of thinking exercises? And 
not to forget: how do geography teachers experience leading these exercises? 

Of course, let’s get down to earth: most of our learners are not as genial as Einstein 
and da Vinci. But is that a reason to keep them away from flat associational thinking 
patterns that can lead to surprising aha-moments? Still not convinced? Then, go outside, 
sit down on a bench in the park, put both feet steady on the ground, take an upright 
position, take a few deep breaths, and focus one by one on the sensory sensations that 
you experience. 

References 

Bruer, J. T. (1997). Education and the Brain: a Bridge too far. Educational Researcher, 26(8), 
4-16. 

Buzan, T. &. (1996). The Mind Map Book: How to Use Radiant Thinking to Maximize Your 
Brain 's Untapped Potential. Plume. 

Cardoso, R. de Souza, E., Camono, L. & Leite, J.R. (2004). Meditation in health: an operational 
defintion. Brain Research Protocols, 14, 58-60. 

Christaller, W. (1968). Wie ich zu der Theorie der zentralen Orte gekommen bin - ein Bericht, 
wie eine Theorie entstehen kann, und in meinem Fall entstanden ist. Geographische 
Zeitschrift, 56(2), 88-101. 

Davies, M. (2010). Concept mapping, mind mapping and argument mapping: what are the 
differences and do they matter? . The International Journal of Higher Education 
Research. 

Eppler, M.J. (2006). A Comparison between Concept Maps, Mind Maps, Conceptual Diagrams, 
and Visual Metaphors as Complementary Tools for Knowledge Construction and 
Sharing. Information Visualization, 5, 202-210. 

Erricker, C. &. Erricker, J. (2001). Meditation in Schools - Calmer Classrooms. London: 
Continuum International Publishing. 

Evans, J.R. Creativity in MS/OR: Improving Problem Solving through Creative Thinking. 
Interfaces, 22, 87-91. 

Fink, A., Grabner, R.H., Benedek, M., Reishofer, G., Hauswirth, V., Fally, M., Neuper, C., 
Ebner, F. & Neubauer, A.C. (2009). The Creative Brain: Investigation of Brain Activity 
During Creative Problem Solving by Means of EEG and fMRI. Human Brain Mapping, 
30, 734-748. 

Fuller, I., Edmondson, S., France, D., Higgitt, D., & Ratinen, I. (2006). International 
Perspectives on the Effectivenes of Geography Fieldwork for Learning. Journal of 
Geography in Higher Education, 30, 89-101. 

Gelb, J. (2004). How to think like Leonardo da Vinci. Delta. 

Hart, T. (2004). Opening the Contemplative Mind. Journal of Transformative Education, 2(1), 
28-46. 


231 




BUSSER, C. de / Down to earth: Contemplative thinking exercises for geography education 


Hay, D. Kinchin, I. & Lygo-Baker, S. (2008). Making learning visible: the role of concept 
mapping in higher education. Studies in higher Education, 33(3), 295-311. 

Healey, M. & Jenkins, A. (2000). Learning cycles and learning styles: Kolb's experiential 
learning theory and its applicatino in geography in higher education. Journal of 
Geography, 99, 185-195. 

Hender, J.M., Douglas, L.D., Rodgers, T.L., Nunamaker, J.F. (2001). Improving Group 
Creativity: Brainstorming Versus Non-brainstorming Techniques in a GGS Environment. 
Proceedings of the 34th Hawaii In ternational Conference on System Sciences. 

Hope, M. (2009). The Importance of Direct Experience: A Philosphical Defence of Fieldwork in 
Human Geography. Journal of Geography in Higher Education, 33, 169-182. 

Kabat-Zinn, J. (1990). Full catastrophe living. Using the wisdom of your body and mind to face 
stres, pain and illness. . New York: Delacorte. 

Kolb, D.A. (1984). Experiential learning: experience as the source of learning and 
development. Prentice Hall. 

Lazar, W.S., Bush, G., Gollub, R.L., Fricchione, G.L., Khalsa, G. & Benson, H. (2000). 
Functional brain mapping of the relaxation response and meditation. Neuroreport, 11(1), 
1581-1585. 

Lloyd, D., Boyd, B. & den Exter, K. (2010). Mind mapping as an interactive tool for engaging 
complex geographical issues. New Zealand Geographer, 66, 181-188. 

Luvaas-Briggs, L. (1984). "Whole Brain" Activities for the Community College Reading Class. 
Journal of Reading, 27(1), 644-647. 

Martindale, C. & Hines, D. (1975). Creativity and Cortical Activation During Creative 
Intellectual and EEG Feedback Tasks. Biological Psychology, 3, 91-100. 

Massey, D. (2006). The geographical Mind. In D. (. Balderstone, Secondary Geography - 
Handbook. Geographical. 

Mednick, S.A. (1962). The Associative Basis of the Creative Proces. Psychological Review, 
69(3), 220-232. 

Melano Flanagan, L. (2011). Object Relations Theory. In J. M. Berzoff, L. Melano Flanagan & 
P. Hertz. Inside Out and Outside In, Psychodynamic Clinical Theory and 
Psychopathology in Contemporary Multicultural Contexts. Rowman & Littlefield 
Publishers. 

Nairn, K. (2005). the Problem of Utilizing 'Direct Experience' in Geography Education. Journal 
of Geography in Higher Education, 293-309. 

Norton, J. D. (2012). Chasing the Light. Einstein's most famous thought experiment. In J. F. 
Brown, Thought Experiments in Philosophy, Science and the Arts. Routledge. 

Sauer, C. O. (1956). The Education of a Geographer. Annals of the Association of American 
Geographers, 46(3), 287-299. 

Slavin, R.E. (1991). Synthesis of Research on Cooperative Learning. Educational Leadership. 

Van der Schee, J. (2009). Aardrijkskunde, wat is dat voor vak? In G. Van den Berg, Hcindboek 
Vakdidactiek Aardrijkskunde. Centrum voor Educatieve Geografie. 


232 





Review of International Geographical Education Online ©RIGEO Volume 4, Number 3, Winter 2014 

Waters, L., Barsky, A., Ridd, A. & Allen, K. (2014). Contemplative Education: A Systematic 
Evidence-Based Review of the effect of Meditation Interventions in Schools. Educational 
Psychology Review. 

Wickelgren, I. (2012, september/october). The education of character. Scientific American 
Mind , 48-58. 

Appendix 

Example of contemplative thinking exercise for secondary geography education 
(partially based on Hart 2004, p. 35-36). Duration: approximately 10 minutes 

This contemplative thinking exercise is particularly suitable for secondary geography 
education. It can be performed in any landscape (on a beach, in the woods, in the middle 
of a big city, etc.). Just let your students sit down on a bench or tree-trunk, or on the 
floor in tailor’s posture. Tell them that you are going to read a relaxation text, and that 
they are not supposed to talk in between. Read the following text aloud, in a very slow 
pace. Pause your speaking regularly. 

Please, take an upright position and try to keep this position during the rest of the 
exercise (PAUSE). Try to move as little as possible, unless I tell you differently. If you 
feel something itching or hurting, then just observe this sensation, but try not to do 
anything about it. 

Close your eyes if you feel comfortable doing so. Just let go and allow yourself to be 
silent and not to do anything for about ten minutes (PAUSE). Now, take a few deep, 
slow breaths: inhale through your nose, exhale through your mouth (PAUSE). Keep 
focusing on your breathing, but cdlow it now to flow in and out without effort (PAUSE). 
If you find yourself thinking, distracted, working on a problem, don’t fight it, don’t get 
stuck in it. Just allow yourself and cdl your sensations to be just like they are, and 
redirect your awareness back to your breath, and to non-doing (PAUSE). 

Now keep your eyes closed and tune into the landscape where you find yourself in 
right now (PAUSE). Try to concentrate on the sounds of the landscape. Gently open 
yourself to the sounds of the landscape, without the need to change anything or to 
classify it. Just meet cdl the sounds of the landscape gently, as if you are a radio 
receiving radio waves (PAUSE). Do not search for sounds. Just let them come and go 
(PAUSE). 

Now, let go cdl the sounds you hear, and focus on the smells of the landscape. Allow 
yourself to welcome cdl the smells around you. Do not classify the smells as nasty or 
nice; just smell. If you don’t smell anything, don 'l bother. Then, simply observe that you 
don ’t smell anything (PAUSE). 

Now, let go cdl the smells of the landscape, and focus your attention to your taste. 
Open your mouth a little bit and let the taste of the landscape enter your tongue. If you 
don’t taste anything, then simply observe not tasting (PAUSE). 

Now, let go the taste of the landscape, and concentrate on what the landscape feels 
like on your skin (PAUSE). Perhaps you feel the wind blowing or min drops on your 
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nose, or the sun shining on your skin. Or perhaps you only feel your clothing. 
Everything is all right. Just feel what the landscape feels like, without classifying it or 
trying to figure it out (PAUSE). 

Now, let go the way the landscape feels, and turn your attention to your sight. Open 
your eyes and look at what appears in front of your eyes. Do not search for anything, or 
classify it as nice, or ugly; just look carefully (PAUSE). Now, gently turn your head 
around and obserx’e the landscape around you in an inquisitive way. Take your time in 
obserx’ing every detail around you, but do not categorize it. Just look. 

Now, gently come back. Stretch your muscles if you feel like doing so (PAUSE). Take 
your time. You may notice the sensations of a clearer mind. As you move through your 
day, you can take a breath and find that sensation again. 
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